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SNOW CONDITIONS ELEVATE AVALANCHE DANGER 
MISSOULA—
Years ago, University of Montana-Missoula employee Dudley Improta found himself skiins 
powder on a wonderful cloudless day near Jackson Hole, Wyo. Everything seemed perfect, so 
Improta was startled when he suddenly heard a “woomph” as unstable snow settled beneath him and 
started sliding.
With a sinking feeling, Improta found himself skiing on an avalanche. He fought against the 
weight of the slide and felt fortunate when he came to rest buried only to his hips, his bones intact.
“I did something stupid in a bad place,” Improta said. “The signs (of avalanche) were around 
me. But on a day like that, an avalanche is the last thing on your mind.”
Improta teaches a UM avalanche awareness class, which is now in its 15th year. He said 
snow conditions this winter have created ideal avalanche conditions over wide swaths of area 
mountain ranges.
He said a shallow snowpack early in the season combined with cold air temperatures have 
created unstable areas with increased potential for snowslides. According to the West wide Avalanche 
Network, January snowslides have already claimed 12 victims in seven separate incidents in 
Montana, Idaho and British Columbia.
“Now we have new snow on top of these conditions,” Improta said, “and the old snow isn’t
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going away. These avalanche conditions could persist throughout the season and may become
particularly unstable if we get any wet heavy snow or rain.”
Improta offers the following guidelines for those venturing into high country during the
winter:
■ call for your local avalanche forecast. That number in the Missoula region is (406) 549-4488 
or 1(800) 281-1030. Forecasts are available on the Internet at m w .avalanche.org.
■ think about your timing before going into possible avalanche areas. Are you going right after 
a storm or a w'indy day?
■ stay off steep slopes if possible. The average slope for an avalanche is 38 degrees -- about as 
steep as an expert ski slope.
■ look for recent avalanche activity'. Slide paths and snapped trees indicate an avalanche-prone 
area.
■ study wind direction. Wind loaded or leeward slopes are more likely to slide.
■ avoid broad open areas on slopes.
■ stay along the top of ridges.
■ climb in a direct line to lessen your exposure to a slope.
■ stay within visual and voice contact of those you are with.
■ test slopes one at a time, letting others watch for signs of trouble.
■ carry shovels and avalanche transceivers into avalanche country to help find and dig out 
someone buried by a slide.
■ dig a snow pit to check the snowpack. Icy layers can become ramps for slides. If the snow 
has air pockets, there is also increased slide potential.
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■ those traveling into avalanche country should be prepared to handle problems themselves.
■ take an avalanche awareness course.
For skiing or snowboarding on powder in possible avalanche areas, Improta recommends:
■ ski a slope one at a time and don’t ski directly above a partner.
■ start by skiing lower-angle slopes. Hearing snow settle is a sure indicator to avoid steeper 
slopes.
■ ski smoothly and in control.
■ don’t stop in the middle of a slope.
■ strive to ski in straight lines instead of zig-zagging.
UM offers avalanche awareness courses each December. Students can also learn about 
avalanche safety during a backcountry skiing and mountaineering course March 13-21. Participants 
will travel to Golden, B.C., in the Selkirk Mountains for the class. Call (406) 243-2802 before Feb. 
6 for more information.
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